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He was not quite human, not quite alive, the thing-in-a-bottle that guarded 
the lonely planetoid... yet when the vandals came, he knew that—he would 
die as well as any man! 


T-51 was alone on Planetoid M3225 when the strange spaceship finally 
landed. He watched it with a mixture of bafflement and growing anxiety. 
The radar-watch had warned him hours ago of its approach, and he had 
taken the prescribed measures for protection of the Pile Station. Only they 
hadn't worked. 

First he had radioed the form warning. The strange craft had given no 
indication of receiving it. Then, reluctantly, he had launched the 
interceptors. The tiny missiles had flashed out into space, seeking the 
spaceship hungrily. But there had been no explosion. There was only one 
explanation. The occupants of the spacer had access to SPC information. T- 
51 had faintly felt the contra-radar impulses reaching out to shatter the 
interceptors’ proximity fuses. 

So in the first moves of his first test T-51 had failed. The spaceship was 
landing on M3225, where no unauthorized craft should ever be permitted to 
land. And all he could do was watch. 

SPC had warned him years ago that he might one day, in the course of 
his duty tour as a Stationmaster, meet a situation like this. Solar Peace 
Commission was not an inviolate organization. Information could leak. 
Even such vital intelligence as the method used to cripple a Pile Station's 
defenses. 

It was inevitable, T-51 conceded, that sooner or later someone would 
get the urge to loot a Station. The radio-isotopes stored beneath him were 
valuable enough to make a dozen men wealthy, and then there were the 
fissionable fuels the pile produced. There were still people who thought of 
these in terms of how many cities they would raze, and were willing to pay 
accordingly. It was enough to tempt anyone—except a Stationmaster. A 
brain in a tank had little use for wealth. 


T-51 watched the ship settle to the rocky soil of the planetoid. A vague 
wistfulness colored his anxiety. Long ago, before the crash that had 
shattered his body, he had been a spaceman. The sight of a ship coming 
down out of the sky touched a nostalgic chord. For a moment he almost 
regretted his gift of mechanical life. Human contacts were rare in a Pile 
Station, and when they did come the Stationmaster became painfully aware 
that he was no longer really a man. He felt disembodied—and very much 
alone. 

A circle of light appeared in the spaceship's flank as the valve swung 
open. Five men filed out. They wore spacesuits, even though M3225 had an 
atmosphere of sorts and respirators would have served. That told T-51 
something. With unconscious precision, he filed the information away for 
future consideration. M3225 was strange to them. They carried a Munssen 
cutter, too. That meant they lacked the valve-lock combination. So the only 
SPC information they had was the contra-radar impulse patterns used to 
neutralize the interceptors. T-51 brought himself to a full stop abruptly. He 
was taking a good deal for granted. He couldn't be sure of what these men 
knew. It was a fair chance that they knew nothing about the nature of the 
Stationmasters—that was one of SPC's most closely guarded secrets. But so 
far, he had no assurance that these five didn't know. 

One thing was certain, however. These men were killers. They wore 
their electro-blasters easily and with confidence. And their intent couldn't 
have been clearer if they had painted a skull and cross-bones on their ship. 

They seemed to feel themselves under surveillance. These men were not 
swallowing the stories SPC circulated about the Pile Stations being fully 
automatic. 

The stories were foolish—and necessary. Foolish, because anyone with 
brains enough to understand the workings of a Station would know it 
needed the guidance of a human intelligence. And necessary, because it was 
an a priori assumption among the rarefied minds of upper-level SPC that 
the people of the Earth-Venus-Mars Triangle would never accept the reality 
of the Stationmasters. 

A Station was powerful; except for others of its kind, it was the most 
powerful thing in the Solar System. Therefore it could not be entrusted to a 
man. Only a Stationmaster could be trusted, for they were trustworthy by 
hard necessity. A disembodied brain was just helpless enough for the 


realists of the Peace Commission. Added to that was the safeguard of the 
contra-radar impulse patterns that could render the Stationmasters' only 
defenses impotent—just in case a Stationmaster, who was partly human at 
least, should run wild. 

And so because of this fragmentary distrust of the whole man for the 
exotic, T-51 lay in his tank within the Station, conscious of his trust, but 
vulnerable and filled with growing fear. As the men filed across the jagged 
landscape toward the Station, he took inventory of his situation. 

Item. The Station itself. A sphere, half embedded in the soil of the 
planetoid. The skin of the sphere was thin. There was no need for it to be 
otherwise. But now it would give little protection. The Munssen cutter 
would slice into it easily. The Station was to T-51 what his human body had 
once been, and the thought of the cutter chilled him. There would be no 
pain, of course, but he still thought in the same way that a man did. 

Item. The innards of the Station. No weapons. There were only 
machines—none meant to inflict harm on human beings. Lathes, cranes, 
cutters. A few possibilities there, but certainly no match for blasters. 

Item. The pile. The thought of trying to use the pile as a weapon was 
frightening. He could make it deadly by letting it reach critical mass, that 
would end the threat from the intruders. But it would destroy the Station as 
well. The ultimate weapon, but completely unsuited to the task at hand. 

Item. The radio. A call for help was indicated. Only help could not 
arrive in time. The nearest SPC sub-base at this time of year was Callisto, 
twenty hours away for the fastest cruiser. If these men could not do what 
they intended within the next three hours, T-51 misjudged them badly. 
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1-51 watched unhappily as the men set up their cutter near the curving 
wall of the sphere. The trouble was, he reflected bitterly, that he was faced 
with an unforeseen situation. He was under attack in a manner that had 
never been expected. And he felt closed in, impotent, trapped. 

The long years spent in the solitude of the planetoid, with little or no 
human contact, these years had changed him. He was thinking like a 
machine, Without resourcefulness, without the spark of genius that made a 
man unique. 


With a great effort, he forced his thinking into more fruitful channels. It 
would do no good to lie inert, filled with self-pity. That way lay failure and 
death— 

Death. Actually, a machine could not die. But he was not entirely a 
machine. He was a synthesis of human mind and metallic sinews. The 
Station was not only his sacred trust. It was his body. His body. That set the 
pattern of resistance for him. If they got in— 

But first, he thought, he must try to stop their entry. The proverbial 
ounce of prevention was better than the cure. The cure might be fatal. 

They were directly under one of his external telescreens, and the 
Munssen was beginning to glow. There was not much point, then, in trying 
to maintain the fiction of the "automatic" Station. A Station without 
occupants would merely make them greedier. So he must show himself to 
them. This, he was willing to do. Indirectly. 

T-51 activated the outside speakers. 

"You are warned that this Station is under the protection of the Solar 
Peace Commission! Trespassing may be punished by a fine of ten thousand 
dollars or ten years' imprisonment or both! Return immediately to your 
vessel!" 

The suddenness of the outburst startled the men, but little more. Threats 
of fines or imprisonment meant nothing to this type. Most likely they were 
all in line for such attentions from the Triangle government in any case. 
What did interest them was that someone within the Station had again taken 
note of their activities. The sporadic efforts at defense gave them 
confidence. They redoubled their efforts with the Munssen. T-51 watched 
regretfully. 

He called the sub-base on Callisto and informed the Controller thereof 
his situation. It was a formality. There was nothing Callisto could do for 
him, though they promised help within the needed twenty hours' travel time. 
By the time the SPC cruiser arrived on M3225 the issue would have been 
decided long ago, but both T-51 and the Controller contrived to ignore that 
obvious fact. 

The hungry flame of the cutter had sliced away an opening in the 
Station's skin by the time T-51 finished his transmission. The five men were 
inside. 


The interior telescreens picked them up immediately. They operated by 
black light, and the helmet lights of the intruders looked red and angry. 

T-51 tuned a receiver to the helmet-phone frequency and listened to the 
looters' talk. 

"Spread out and search the place. Find the living quarters first." The one 
who spoke seemed to be the leader. T-51 wished he could have smiled. 
Living quarters. Then, they didn't know what a Stationmaster was. They 
expected a whole man. Naturally. So far, so good. They'd look a long time 
before finding any living quarters. 

The men fanned out across the broad floor of the first deck, searching 
every nook and cranny with their blasters ready. The thoroughness of their 
search was not conceived to give the Stationmaster a sense of security. 
These men meant business. 

"We've covered the whole deck. Nothing. Nothing at all. I don't see how 
anyone can work here." A spacesuited figure made a sweeping gesture with 
his armored hand. "No light. No real air. What gives, anyway?" 

"Don't worry. Someone's running this place. Find him and we have the 
key." 

"What about the lower levels?" 

"We'll try that next. This is all storage." 

"Have you noticed that none of the machines have a place for a man?" 
A third man spoke from the far end of the warehouse deck, and T-51's 
anxiety flared. 

"Meaning what?" 

"Look for yourself. There are loading cranes on trucks here, but not one 
of them has a cab—" 

That was too close to home. The threat of discovery loomed and T-51 
acted rashly. A remotely controlled loading crane swung soundlessly across 
the dark deck. 

"Look out!" The cry was animal-shrill, and it ended in a liquid scream 
of mixed terror and pain. The crane arm swung viciously up and down like 
a gigantic fist in the darkness of the warehouse. A lancet crackling blue fire 
streaked the gloom and coruscated briefly on the loading crane. The metal 
arm sagged helplessly as the electro-bolt melted its base. 

T-51 withdrew the crane into the shadows. The man had been quick— 
almost too quick. He cursed himself for his weakness. The threat of 


discovery had prodded him into an unwise move. The crane was crippled, 
useless. Now, he must wait and see what the intruders could deduce from 
his frenetic outburst. 

"What happened?" 

"Something's happened to Arnt!" The voices were harsh and fearful. 

"Arnt!" 

No reply. 

"Find him!" 

The men spread out again, their helmet lights bobbing like fireflies in 
the telescreens. Presently they found their companion. He lay sprawled 
amid a clutter of shattered packing cases. He wasn't a pretty sight. The 
crane had done a thorough job. 

"My God!" 

The crane arm had almost decapitated him, T-51 noted sickly, yet he had 
been able to fire a bolt at the crane as he fell. 

"What, was it? What could have done this?" There was a note of 
hysteria in one of the voices. 

"Get hold of yourself, Gorman!" The leader's sharp tone carried a 
stinging rebuke. 
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The Stationmaster shuddered inwardly. Не had killed a man, brutally. 
He'd never killed before. Yet he had struck blindly and with savage fury at 
the threat of discovery. That was not a machine-like reaction. He had acted 
exactly as a frightened man would have acted. 

He forced himself to take stock again. This time the inventory was 
shorter. Item. The intruders were inside the Station. They were inside his 
body. He had killed one of them, but there were still four left. And they 
would be on guard and deadly now. What should be his pattern of defense, 
then? What would he have done before—when he'd been a whole man and 
not just a brain in a tank? 

He felt actually sick. His body was no longer his own. It had been 
invaded. Like a human body under attack by disease, the Pile Station was 
ready to fight. But how? 


Analogy. That was the key, T-51 thought thickly. How did апу body 
fight off disease? First, with antibodies. Phagocytes that gathered at the 
point of infection. For him, then, what were the antibodies? That was easy. 
The machines. The crane. The cutters. He had reacted normally, then. He 
had been threatened and he had struck back. And would again. 

"From here on, we stick together," the leader said, "And we find 
whoever is running this .place. That's first!" 

"What about—Armt?" 

"Leave him here." Then with deliberate brutality, "Не won't run away." 

"That's rotten, King!" 

"Tough. Arnt knew what his chances were." 

King. T-51 knew that name. Piracy was rare in space, and its 
practitioners were few. But King was known as a master looter. A killer. 

"What now?" 

"We try the lower levels. He has to be hiding somewhere." 

They made their way toward the descending ramp and filed into it. T-51 
watched them carefully. The next deck was the machine-shop. He made 
ready to fight again, and this time without conscience. 

"There's something peculiar about this ramp." It was the one called 
Gorman who spoke. 

"What, for instance?" 

"Too narrow, and too low. And these tracks on the deck." 

They made their way through the dark passageway carefully, helmet 
lights bobbing with each booted stride. 

"You're right, Gorman. I—I don't like it." 

"If you don't like it," King's voice came harsh and clear, "Get back to 
the ship and wait for the rest of us there." 

"Т don't want to go back alone," the man's voice was plaintive. King 
laughed insultingly the sound ringing in the sphere. 

"You're a yellow one, Krieg." 

"Shut up." The retort was sullen. 

"What about you, Lohman?" 

"I'm still here." 

T-51 listened and took note. There was no love lost among the four. 
They all hated King. But they'd fight together. He couldn't rely on less. 


They reached the machine-shop deck апа Т-51 marshaled his 
antibodies. 

Gorman stepped out of the ramp tunnel and T-51 struck. A great gout of 
flame spewed out of the darkness. It caught Gorman squarely, setting fire to 
the rubber portions of his spacesuit and heating the metal parts to cherry 
red. His agonized scream cut through the Station. 

His face contorted hideously behind the blackening faceplate, Gorman 
danced insanely in a tarantella of anguish, his clumsy armored figure 
wreathed in fire. 

The others pushed out of the ramp behind him and scattered. King's 
blaster streaked bluish flame and the rolling oxy-hydrogen cutter shattered 
in a ball of greasy lightning. Its parts clattered against the steelite walls of 
the Station like metallic hail. Gorman collapsed to the deck, rolling wildly 
to and fro on the deck, his white-hot spacesuit smoking. His shrieking was a 
continuous ululation of torment. 

King got to his feet and stood over the dying man. The face that looked 
up at him with burnt, unseeing eyes through the cracked and warped 
faceplate was inhuman. King steadied his blaster and shot away Gorman's 
head. The cooked body twitched fitfully and was still. 

"Oh, God... oh, God...!" The one called Kreig stood unsteadily staring at 
the thing that had been Gorman. "Did you see it? Did you see it? Oh, God, 
oh God!" 

"Shut up!" King's nerves were frayed, his voice unsteady. 

Lohman was kneeling against the wall, retching emptily into his 
faceplate. 

"That cutter, King! Oh God did you see it? It killed him, King! It... it... 
was alive! It killed him! Oh, God!" Krieg was blubbering hysterically. 

King looked about him into the shadows. Parts of the cutter he had 
blasted still flickered faintly with sparks, but the greater part of the huge 
machine-shop was in darkness. 

"Krieg, you're a fool. That thing was remote-controlled. We're being 
watched. Every minute." He looked about him again like an animal at bay, 
hate in his eyes. Something in this Station had made him afraid, and he 
hated it. 

"Smash the place. Pulverize everything in it!" 


Groping blindly, King had almost hit on the truth, T-51 realized. They 
were going to strip his weapons from him, they were going to take away his 
antibodies, and leave him in helplessness. He had cut down their number to 
three. But he was still alone, and the Station, his trust and his body, was 
going to be taken from him. He watched the lancing streaks of fire 
crisscrossing in the gloom and heard the bubbling hiss of metal sagging into 
shapelessness. Even the telescreens were smashed in the frenzy of 
destruction. He felt blindness close in around him and with it a sudden flash 
of claustrophobic terror. 
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1-51 lay inert and afraid. It was more than just dying. He was failing. 
As a Stationmaster he had had a reason for existing, but now, ravaged by 
looters and helpless— 

Think. Think! There had to be a way, he told himself. They were on the 
deck above him. Soon they would come down. They would find his hiding- 
place. The reality of his vulnerability was like the cold breath of space. 
They would find him. Their gloved hands would crush and mangle the 
pulpy gray mass. The thought was hideous. He had fought and done well— 
but he must do better. Or die. 

Analogy. Again. What would a human body do now? The phagocytes 
were destroyed. Was there another weapon? Fever. T-51 struggled with the 
concept. What would serve a machine for fever? Radiation? But there was a 
catch. He knew that they—in their armored suits—could stand more 
radiation than he. Still, it was the ultimate weapon. He had no choice. But 
first, he must protect himself as best he could. 

On the machine-shop deck the carnival of destruction continued 
unabated. On the deserted warehouse deck a tiny work machine began to 
move about. Swiftly, it found what it sought. Whirring softly, it picked up 
the pliant metal sheets and rolled for the ramp. It skirted the mutilated body 
of the first looter almost unconsciously. It slipped into the down-sloping 
tunnel and vanished. 

Presently, it emerged again, this time on the machine-shop deck. 
Clinging to the wall, it sped through the kaleidoscopic nightmare lit by the 


blaster flashes of King and the other two. It had almost reached the 
descending ramp when it was discovered 

"There! Something's still moving! Blast it!" King yelled hoarsely. 

A converging triangle of electro-blasts met on the wall above the tiny 
work-machine. 

"Kill it! Kill it!" 

The machine dodged and vanished into the ramp tunnel. A ricochet had 
creased the metal sheets it carried and a streak of the bright stuff puddled at 
the entrance to the ramp. King ran to it clumsily. 

"Lead!" He signaled the others to follow him. "Follow it!" He shoved 
Lohman and Krieg through the opening ahead of him. Then he raised his 
wrist to his faceplate. The Geiger counter embedded there was clicking. As 
he listened, the clicks came faster. The needle that indicated cumulative 
radiation was climbing out of the green zone toward the red. With a curse, 
he flung himself down the ramp after his men. 

T-51 picked them up on his final bank of telescreens. They were 
clattering down the ramp close behind the little work machine. A helpless 
terror crept through him. They were close. So close! 

He switched to the small screen on the work machine. He could see the 
circular pillar that housed his own tank now. The tiny machine darted for it, 
all hope of concealment gone. An electro-bolt scorched the tire from one of 
the machine's rear wheel-trucks and it began to limp painfully. 

The Geiger counter within his pillar told him that activity in the pile was 
increasing rapidly. Sheaths had been removed and the deadly radiation was 
cutting through the whole Station. 

Swiftly, T-51 slid aside a section of his pillar. The work machine slid 
through and the section closed as swiftly. Krieg and Lohman pulled up in 
bafflement. King was coming up behind them, blaster poised. 

Within the pillar, the work machine began to operate swiftly. The 
Geiger counter was chattering a song of terror. T-51 increased the flow of 
his mechanical heart and let minute doses of adrenaline trigger through tiny 
valves into his blood supply. 

"King! The Geigers! Look!" Lohman held his indicator before King's 
fury-contorted, face. "Тһе needle's into the black!" 

"Blast that pillar!" T-51 could hear King's voice, it was that of a man 
insane with rage. 


"The Geiger!" Lohman shrieked, "Let's get out!" 

"Т said blast that pillar!" 

"I—I'm getting out! Radiation—!" T-51 saw Lohman break for the ramp 
in panic. King whirled and cut him down with a searing bolt. He toppled 
grotesquely and came to rest propped crazily against the wall. 
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King was mad with fury, for he had been balked by an unknown thing, 
and he was filled with only one desire. The wealth of the Station no longer 
concerned him. He wanted only to kill. 

The radiation counter within the pillar was screaming. The very ions of 
the air had begun to glow. 

King turned his blaster on the pillar, and the portal vanished in a shower 
of greenish sparks. T-51 felt naked. The work machine made a move toward 
King, but he blasted it into smoking shards. T-51 was alone. 

"Bring your light in here, Krieg!" 

"King, I'm—I'm sick." Krieg stumbled slightly and King caught him. 

"What is that thing?" King stared at the lead sheath that the work 
machine had made around T-51's tank. He kicked at the filigree network of 
metal neurons that fanned out from under the shield. T-51 felt agony as the 
booted foot crushed sensitive synapses. 

King stood uncertainly in the glowing radioactive fog. He felt cheated. 
He had expected something more than just... this. 

The sickness was finding King now, T-51 knew. He felt it himself. 
Under the thin sheathing, the cells of his cortex were staggering. 

Krieg stumbled again and sank slowly to his knees. King watched him 
uncertainly. The Geiger counter needle on his wrist stood well into the 
black. Fatal radiation. In the light of his helmet lamp, the lead-sheathed tank 
before him gleamed brightly. He was having trouble understanding what 
had happened. He raised his blaster and pointed it at the tank. 

His hand wavered as a wracking pain shot through his abdomen. A 
churning, seething nausea shook him. 

T-51 fought off the weakness that pulsed through him in great flooding 
waves. Why didn't they die? 


Krieg slid forward into the deck, writhing, his entrails cooked by the 
lethal bombardment. His electro-blaster rolled out of his outstretched hand. 
King took a faltering step toward the tank, his weapon still held ready. He 
shot. The blast seared away one side of the tank's sheathing and King could 
see the gray mass floating in the sealed plastic. He stared, a sick hungry 
hate throbbing in him as he began to understand what T-51 was. A 
paroxysm shook him and he was violently sick. 

T-51 shuddered under the impact of the radiation. Automatically, he 
damped the pile and the Geiger stopped chattering. He had done all he 
could. He had fought and now he could only wait for death like-like a man. 

King tottered unsteadily. The glowing fog in the chamber had faded, 
leaving only the dim radiance of his helmet light. He raised his blaster for 
another shot... 

Abruptly, his knees collapsed. He glared helplessly at the floating brain 
of the Stationmaster and dropped the blaster. He felt no pain, but his flesh 
was peeling away from his bones in ugly strips, he could feel it sagging 
against the fabric of his spacesuit. With a convulsive movement, he pitched 
forward over the body of his companion and was still. 

T-51 damped the pile further and rested. Gradually the pain of his 
ruptured synapses eased and a sense of well-being-stole over him. He lay 
quiescent, waiting for the technicians that would come aboard the SPC 
cruiser to mend his mutilated body. If he could have smiled, he would have. 
He was still the Stationmaster, after all. 


